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Chapter 1

 


My first loves were snow and speed. I measure many a
mountain slope by the rule of my skis, and just to ensure accuracy,
I usually go over a run a few dozen times before moving on to a new
training ground.

Packed snow whispered under my skis, smooth as
flowing milk. The bright frosty track, corrugated by the passage of
hundreds of other skis, passed beneath me in a blur.

The Ranch. I hadn’t skied here for years. I usually
go to Heavenly and Squaw to practice my art, but this was Carl’s
first day—first day skiing, ever. The Ranch is a good place for
beginners. Carl is my novice, and like a benevolent Master I want
him to enjoy the simple pleasures of an unpretentious green run
before dropping him into anything more disturbing. A Master’s
purpose in teaching is to pass along the fire of a heartfelt
passion to the student. It is important in the earliest stages to
hook the student using the right bait. The underhanded switch and
the Trials of Pain come later….

I sidestepped a few skiers, whispering by like a
ghost. I was on their slope, after all; I was the guest. I was
present on Carl’s behalf, a master painter visiting a kindergarten
finger-painting session to observe a child’s work.

I’m not a Master. Not yet. Masters are old and
wizened; I’m young. My students do call me the Black Belt—a
nickname I thought I’d earned because I ski only black-rated
slopes. I learned, when I became wiser, that it’s more my Chinese
ancestry and a few select Bruce Lee films that egged them on, the
rascals. I never bothered pointing out that the black belt rating
is a Japanese thing.

Elliot Chang, not yet Master of all he surveys. It’s
important that mastery comes a little at a time. That’s the key;
wisdom needs time to grow. Mastery without wisdom equals
megalomania. I’m sure that’s where I’d be if I had it all now, so
soon in my life. So, Master someday. For the time being I will
continue teaching science and perfecting my winter art in this
wonderland of frosted mountains, pine wilderness, and deep blue
water.

Where was Carl? I glanced over my shoulder, failing
to pick out his black-clad shape in the crowd of debutantes. Time
to let him catch up. I swooped to the side of the trail and lighted
to a halt, turning uphill to watch passersby. The Sun listed
halfway from noon as the day waned. This was the last run.

Carl was still beyond sight. I had left him far
behind. Lesson one for the would-be Master: don’t leave your
student in the frost. Carl wouldn’t learn anything that way. The
land won’t become one with his mind, and it will be my fault for
not guiding him more wisely. He’ll never know the perfection of
mastery until he gets past the first lesson. Be a teacher.

When I was twelve, Dad told me I should choose a
discipline and perfect it. So I took up skiing. Had he realized how
expensive the sport is, he might have guided me toward archery or
flower arrangement or something, but he didn’t object. From an
early age he tutored me in self-defense, and had even sent me to a
local teacher for lessons in kung fu. He was always a teacher, a
guide, to me, and now I was passing on what I knew—or trying
to.

I hoped Carl would be along soon. Had I lost him?
Packed snow is slick and often difficult for beginners. Even snow
plowing, that spread eagle braking technique, has little effect. If
Carl hadn’t given up, he’d be whizzing by out of control very
soon.

I knew he wouldn’t give up. In the three years since
we met I have learned that Carl Milan possesses a strong, noble
streak of stubbornness. It may have lost him two girlfriends and a
job in the past year, but it has never let him quit something he
really wants to do. If he comes to love skiing, he’ll be very good
at it.

A long, triumphant wail signaled Carl’s arrival, and
almost before I could lock my eyes on him he was down-slope, the
human incarnation of a stroke of lightning.

“Yeaaaahhhaaaahh! Elliot, this is a...!” He might
have said “gas” or “blast” or “kick in the ass.” I was pretty sure
he hadn’t said “disaster.” I took off after him, flying past
several flailing neophytes.

I found him facedown in a snow bank at the hairpin.
He had used the inevitable, last ditch braking technique that
beginners learn: the body plow. It’s not a technique, really; just
the natural behavior of tumbling, semi-flexible objects.

I swept to a halt three feet from the temporarily
fallen, and smiled. Carl grinned through a layer of powder. Carl is
tall, with longish, straight black hair parted down the middle.

“Kick in the ass,” he exhaled.

“I’m glad you feel that way.”

Carl didn’t know it, but I was playing with his mind.
A little win was the right medicine for him. Carl is no loser; he
simply has a lot of mental inertia. If I hadn’t taken him skiing,
he would never have gone, even though he lives in a skiing kingdom.
Some would call him a deadbeat, others a dreamer. He’s neither,
exactly. He’s more like a person seeking blind—and unsure of what
he is seeking. He can’t find a path or any particular
destination.

He has tried. He tried school, but it wasn’t his
path. Neither were deep-sea fishing off the coast of Alaska,
merchant marining to South America and Asia, or fighting forest
fires. He’s done them all, and not poorly. It was his occupation as
a firefighter that brought him to the Lake Tahoe basin one
particularly dry year.

When the season was over and the fires put out, he
remained, getting a job at a casino as a bartender. This is where I
met Carl, when I stopped by the casino for a quick dinner after a
long day on the ski slopes. I had planned to go home, take a hot
shower and make dinner as I usually do, but found myself suddenly
famished when I hit the bottom of the hill. I wanted a warm meal
followed by a hot drink, and Carl concocted the latter.

We hit it off immediately, engaging in a casual
though lengthy conversation about things like skiing, bartending,
and firefighting. The conversation flowed easily, less, I felt, due
to his bartender’s chat style than a sense of familiarity between
us. Though we had never met, I had that odd feeling that I had
known him for a long time.

It also came up that Carl was looking for a new place
to live and that I had a room to rent, recently vacated by my
former housemate who had moved back to Oakland. That’s how my
friendship with Carl began.

Carl’s bartending gig lasted another eight months.
Like his previous occupations, he came to decide that it wasn’t the
thing for him, and that he was wasting time with it. True to his
pattern, he was very good doing what interested him, but the
interest never lasted.

All of this has led me to suspect that Carl has a
sound, if unorganized philosophy: Do something, do it well—but
don’t do it at all if it doesn’t grab you. Don’t let the mere fact
that you started something force you to keep doing it if you decide
you shouldn’t be. I label this brand of life the “If you’re not
happy with what you’re doing, there’s something else out there you
can do better” style. He’d lost interest in another job recently,
so perhaps that “something else” was skiing. Psychotherapy, hotdog
style.

I helped Carl to his skis and we moved on, finishing
the run with only three more body plows. We headed for the chalet,
hot chocolate with peppermint schnapps steaming in our
thoughts.

There was not one reason to suspect we were being
watched. I’m not paranoid, or a cynic, or an ex-spy, so there’s no
reason for such suspicion. Had I known that eyes black as history
were trained, unblinking, on every motion, every facial expression,
with great purpose, I would have shivered. I may have shivered at
that. I don’t remember. I wouldn’t be surprised. In fact, the soul
often sees things that the mind is blind to.

 


***

 


Dersafalanar sat watching in the shadows, her gaunt
hands folded neatly in her lap. She watched with penetrating
knowledge and ageless patience, listening and thinking and
projecting to future events with the ease of a Master.

Her solitude was disturbed. A visitor announced her
presence with a gentle click of the tongue. Dersafalanar’s skeletal
black stare broke from the ski slopes for a second, acknowledging
the visitor, and again locked into their groove.

“Kian,” she said, “what news?”

Kianryfidus studied the figure seated in the little
stone chair for a moment, then said, “Arrangements have been made
as you requested. Baaravyn stands ready. How critical is the
timing?”

Dersafalanar moved only her thin lips. “As the moment
approaches, the timing of everything we do is critical. It is our
enemy who will make the first move, so we have to be ready and can
make no mistakes.”

Kianryfidus glanced to the images of Elliot and Carl
gliding down the last slope toward the chalet. “He is the one?”

Dersafalanar’s head turned like a cobra’s, quickly
and smoothly, but her face remained still. She eyed her friend for
a meaningful moment, communicating something beyond words.
Kianryfidus’ eyes glinted her understanding in a crafted
expression. The visage of Dersafalanar refocused on the two men
stomping snow from their ski boots and shouldering their skis and
poles.

 



Chapter 2

 


Carl walked home from the supermarket, carrying a
small bag containing a quart of milk, a box of tea, and a beer. The
muddy snow crunched and splashed under his feet, partially melted
by the day’s unseasonable warmth. Cars sloshed by, headlights
muddied, exhaust pipes spouting vapor, and some jingling with tire
chains. Banks of muddy snow mounted both sides of the road and down
the center divide.

Carl stopped at the crosswalk, waited for the green
walker, and glanced to the left before venturing across the street.
Traffic was light, but a wave of cars from his right approached the
intersection, slowing hesitantly as if to time their collective
roll into the next green light without coming to a complete stop.
The green walker yielded to the red hand. Two columns of cars on
the right continued to slow, resigned to the reality that they
would be forced to stop after all.

The leader of the inside column roared, chained tires
spinning madly in the wet mush, gnawing the asphalt with a steel
bite. The car—a black sedan as muddy and steamy as the rest—lurched
forward, crossing the intersection and casting fans of slush to
either side.

Carl’s head turned to the sound of the engine and by
reflex he shifted his weight forward, preparing to sprint. Head
half turned toward the mud-yellow lights fast approaching, half
toward his escape path, Carl jettisoned the grocery bag and
launched himself forward on his left foot. Escape Plan B was
already lined up at the edge of his consciousness, ready to be put
into play if Plan A—sprinting—failed to clear the car.

The car swerved directly toward Carl. Plan B dropped
into place even as Carl saw it was too late. The car’s sudden
swerve killed off the time necessary to roll over the car’s
hood.

Not a religious person, Carl was out of options.

 


***

 


I sat talking with Ernie, our new roomie. Ernie is a
great improvement over our former housemate, whom we evicted the
last month. I’m not stupid, but I guess I’m too trusting at times.
Carl spotted that one as a con artist in the first week, even
before the guy had a chance to dodge paying his rent.

But with Ernie, my trusting nature was rewarded. He’d
only been with us for a few weeks, but I had already grown to
regard him with brotherly affection.

I initially described Ernie in my diary as “the
friendly, curly haired guy who sits at the dining room table over
his work, behind a haze of coffee steam, and who smiles pleasantly
at you when you pass by.” That’s a very dull account of what has
turned out to be a shining character, much like saying that in his
later years George Burns was a senior citizen. My affection for
Ernie had something to do with how he seemed to take a serious
interest in almost everything I said. He never seemed so buried in
his work that he wouldn’t raise his head to ask how I was doing,
how I was feeling. He really seemed to care.

Ernie’s my age, heavyset, nonathletic, with curly
reddish hair and a clean-shaven, slightly pudgy face. His manner of
conversation and lifestyle are laid back and relaxed. Above all, he
is the essence of street smart—a quality he never could have
acquired in his hometown, Santa Rosa. Ernie sharpened his edges
living in L.A. for ten years, working odd jobs and attending night
classes in art and descriptive physics.

Ernie’s work is art—his chosen art, and he’s very
good. His chosen art is poetry, watercolor and oil painting,
sculpting, and music composition. He plays the piano with great
skill.

“How go the youngsters?” Ernie asked through his veil
of coffee steam.

I smiled back. “The usual: away from reason. But
there’s a handful that aren’t too shabby. What are you writing?” I
sipped at my jasmine tea.

Ernie leaned back and lifted his cup to his face,
though didn’t put it to his lips.

“An article,” he blew a wisp of steam from his cup.
“It’s for a UC Berkeley newsletter, on the Horatio Hemboln exhibit
coming next month.”

“Yeah? How’d you get in on that?”

“I know the department chair.” Need I have asked?
Ernie’s one of those guys who seems to know people all over the
world, people in interesting stations in life. “She asked me if I’d
like to write it, since I’m familiar with Hemboln’s work from L.A.
He’s sort of a mad impressionist out of the sixties.”

“What sort of stuff?”

“Oils, dreary macabre stuff. But excellent dreary
macabre stuff.” Ernie touched lips to cup, just short of taking a
sip.

Very suddenly, the front door popped open to admit a
blast of cold night air and Carl. Ernie and I broke our
conversation and looked his way. The suddenness of Carl’s entrance
brought with it a sense of expectation.

He stood in the doorway, tall and gaunt, wrapped in
his bike duds: black pants, tall boots, denim jacket with a wide
leather mantle, leather gloves, and a long navy scarf. His face was
red with cold, his thick black hair a wet tangle. And if his wasn’t
the face that launched a thousand icebergs, his were surely the
eyes that boiled a thousand seas.... Carl’s eyes burned hot and
black, radiating an intensity of amazement, wonder, shock, even
horror. Carl was a piece of art, probably more vivid than a Hemboln
oil depicting the god of nuclear winter, a tower of dark blue and
chilling black, backed by the dark winter night, framed by icicles
hanging from the eaves, his eyes two beads of hot, dark energy
absorbing all of our attention.

“Carl?” I prompted, setting down my tea. “You okay,
pal?”

Carl glanced at me, taking a quick, thirsty breath.
He nodded absently, and the thinnest smile turned up the corner of
his mouth.

“Yeah,” he rasped, and then whispered hoarsely, “I’m
fine.”

A full smile slowly spread over his reddened face,
thawing the icy hardness he’d walked in with. He put a blind hand
behind him and groped for the door, missing three times, and then
shut it on the night. He went straight to the fire, which Ernie had
built earlier. There he began to unwrap himself. Beneath his jacket
he wore a black wool turtleneck sweater, which he left on.

He sat on the hearth and warmed his hands over the
flames and pinewood embers. As he wrung the cold from his hands in
the orange glow, his fingers fluttered apprehensively. He watched
the flames vacantly, as if his eyes saw nothing. I almost asked him
if he’d seen a ghost, but thought better of it.

I went to the fire and sat in the neighboring
armchair. Carl didn’t look at me, just as he didn’t look at the
fire. I watched him for a moment. When I saw that he wasn’t going
to say anything, I prompted gently, “Carl? What’s up?”

For a few seconds he did not respond. Then he offered
a slight nod and turned his head. Hot wonder blazed in his eyes and
a wide grin gripped his face. That wonder charged face shined at me
for some time, and finally Carl spoke in a low, hoarse voice.
“Elliot. Tonight, I flew through the air...just like in a dream. I
flew!”

 


***

 


I remember saying very little, listening mostly.
Ernie listened too, from his seat at the dining room table. His
coffee went cold.

Carl talked a lot. He told a story that opened with
the mundane and rapidly became extraordinary.

“I couldn’t dodge the car, or roll over the hood—so
by reflex I tried to do both at the same time. I kind of jumped and
twisted, and everything seemed to be going in slow motion suddenly.
My feet went off the ground and I felt myself turning over, with my
head going for the ground. But at the same time my feet kept going
up, and so did the rest of me!”

Carl’s face spread into a wide grin. “It was like I
was being lifted, but didn’t feel anything holding me up. Maybe
like a party balloon being held up by the air, or something like
that. To be honest, I was still in kind of a panic from almost
being mowed down, so I wasn’t thinking very straight. Trying to
describe the sensation now is like trying to describe a dream after
you wake up—I know I’m not nailing it.

“So,” he blustered on, “I went way up, high enough to
go right over the tops of the pine trees. The Moon was bright, so I
saw around me pretty well. I drifted out toward the lake shore.
There wasn’t any wind at all, but I was moving along anyway. I’d
gone upward from the street at first, then made a turn.”

Carl wasn’t making eye contact with anyone in the
room. He gazed toward a spot high on the wall over the fireplace
and talked as if he were merely recounting events to himself in a
mirror, gesticulating boldly with his hands.

“So I don’t know how long I was up there. Long enough
to calm down a bit and start wondering if I was actually dreaming.
I thought maybe I was, for a minute, but decided I couldn’t be. You
know how in a dream you usually don’t know you’re dreaming, but
when you’re awake you just know it?

“So, I guess I floated around for ten or twenty
minutes. I tumbled a lot. I couldn’t keep from going upside down. I
didn’t have any control at all, like whatever was lifting me was
doing all the moving.

“Then I started drifting down. Thank goodness I never
went out over the lake—that would have been a cold spot to land
in!” He shook his head and shivered. “I was pretty chilled
already.

“I landed in the snow on top of a house, and I just
laid there. What would you do? What would anyone do? Somehow it
just didn’t make sense to think about getting off the roof or
finding my way home.” He laughed. “I guess I just had other things
on my mind!”

“Eventually I guess I did think about things like
that, because I found myself walking down the street. I don’t
remember actually climbing down. But I was walking, and at first I
guess I went in the wrong direction, ‘cause I went down the same
street twice, at least. I think I went around the same block three
times.”

“I finally started looking at the street signs to see
where I was. I was on El Dorado then. I wasn’t sure which street to
take from there, but figured if I cut toward the lake I’d
eventually cross our street. It worked—and here I am!” He spread
his arms wide in a finishing flourish, then clapped them together
and rubbed them vigorously.

“And I’m hungry, very hungry. I think I’ll make a
sandwich.”

Carl stood up and walked quickly to the kitchen, his
eyes not once acknowledging any other person in the room. That was
just as well, since Ernie and I only sat still like pieces of
furniture. Why would Carl acknowledge furniture, I guess?

Carl returned a few minutes later with a large
sandwich, loaded with the works, stated that he was tired and went
straight to his bedroom.

I don’t know what was going through Ernie’s mind, but
for me, after weighing the elements of Carl’s story as best I
could, I came to a tentative decision that he was putting us on.
That was the simplest answer, and appealed to my scientific side.
Carl can be a bit of a prankster at times, but his practical joking
usually doesn’t go beyond the quick “gotcha” variety. He likes the
quick laugh response, and I’d never known him to deliver a complex
deception.

I found Ernie looking sidelong at me, a questioning
mirth in his eyes. He was thinking the same thing. Carl was putting
one over on us.

“That was fun,” said Ernie.

I nodded back to him. “And that was another exciting
episode of ‘The Flying Man of Lake Tahoe!’ Tune in tomorrow for
more.”

I got a slight chuckle from Ernie, which relaxed a
slight tension I then realized had built up during Carl’s story, a
dramatic tension, that of the telling of a tale that hasn’t yet
been revealed by the teller as fiction.

Ernie returned to his writing, and I went to the
kitchen to do a little cleaning up before going to bed to read a
bit. It was still earlier, but I was tired.

I found myself mulling over the elements of Carl’s
story, and kept asking myself why he might be pulling this gag, and
in this way. After all, it wasn’t as if he’d told a plausible
story. One thing that nagged at my mind was the groceries Carl had
originally gone out to get. Where were they? I threw that question
into the heap labeled, “Part of Carl’s elaborate deception,” and
thought no more of it for the evening.

 


***

 


I got up the next morning and went through my
routine, thankful that it was Saturday. I made a pot of coffee for
Carl and Ernie, tea for myself, and breakfast for all.

At eight Rachel came by as she often does almost
every weekend, when she invariably charms me into some all-day
activity. She helped with breakfast by making a batch of
scones.

Rachel Wing is my ladyfriend, and destined to be my
wife if I have any pull with Fate. Whether she knew it doesn’t
matter. Fate is Fate, after all, no escaping it. Not scientific at
all, but there are some matters that I do not leave to science.

Ernie rolled out of the shower, steaming in his
bathrobe, and seated himself at the table. Ernie is not a great
cook, therefore it isn’t one of his chores; cooking is my job. Carl
makes good pasta, but can’t crack an egg without making a gawdawful
mess. Ernie guzzled his first cup of black, poured another, and
slathered a biscuit with butter and raspberry jam.

Carl was conspicuously absent at ten of nine when
Ernie said, “Carl up?”

I sighed over my oolong. “No.” Then I paused before a
sip and looked over at Ernie. He’d been looking at me, but glanced
away immediately. Carl was usually the first of us up in the
morning, even on Saturday.

I made a pointed statement to Ernie, “Wondering
what’s next?”

Ernie was apparently on the same wavelength. He
nodded immediately and shot a cautious glance my way. Evidently we
had both given Carl’s story further consideration last night,
following independent lines of assessment but perhaps coming back
to the same thought.

If it had been a joke, then what was the joke? What
was Carl’s next line supposed to be, and why wasn’t he in the room
delivering it? If the next piece of the joke was simply to be not
present, then Carl was showing a piece of subtlety that wasn’t his
norm at all.

And where were those darned groceries?

Rachel, usually very sensitive to her social
environment, didn’t pick up on an undertone of concern that passed
between Ernie and me.

After breakfast I went to Carl’s room and rapped
lightly on the door. No one answered. I turned the knob and pushed
slowly. The door opened. Carl’s bed was empty, though I couldn’t
tell if he’d slept in it recently—he never makes it. I went back to
the living room, where Ernie chatted with Rachel.

“No Carl,” I said. “Did you see him this morning,
Ernie?”

“Uh-uh,” he grunted, and then offered, “Maybe he got
up real early.”

“Yeah, maybe. It’s just that, after last
night....”

“Last night?” asked Rachel with a note of concern.
“What happened?”

I bit my lip. “Well…he came home, and….” I paused,
not sure what to say. I found that I was less sure of my practical
joke hypothesis than when I woke up.

Ernie piped up, “He was…a little spacey.”

Rachel smiled, “That’s normal, isn’t it?”

“Well—a lot spacey.” Ernie had apparently formed a
hypothesis of his own and was running with it. “Not his usual
self.”

Rachel’s eyes narrowed a bit. “You don’t suppose…”
she trailed off.

Ernie shrugged. “I don’t think he was on
anything.”

“Well,” Rachel frowned, “what did he say?”

Ernie and I glanced at each other. “Well....” I told
her the story, as plain as the facts Carl had claimed
experiencing.

Rachel has known Carl since she and I met, two years
before, and despite her comment on his spaciness she’s extremely
fond of him. She and Carl hadn’t become instant friends as he and I
had. Their first acquaintance, in fact, had been a bit rough around
the edges. Much of their interaction over the first few months had
involved a lot of bickering. He the laid back, aimless, and
sometimes roguish teaser, she the proper, serious, and usually
headstrong doer, they were often at opposite ends in their points
of view.

But that was all before they realized how much they
like each other. They still have their bickering moments, but it’s
the sparring of a brother and a sister with a strong bond of
affection.

Rachel joined our cause of concern immediately.

Ernie stayed at home. He had some work to do, and
pointed out that someone ought to be at home in case Carl surfaced.
Rachel and I decided to drive all over town. We figured if Carl was
in a casino he wasn’t in much danger, to speak of—except of losing
his money, which isn’t much anyway. We went to the main shoreline
hangouts, though there wasn’t much beach activity: snow covered the
sand right to the water’s edge.

It was early afternoon when we began hitting the ski
resorts, with no luck. I called Ernie from Heavenly. No sign of
Carl. When the Sun sank into the shadow of the mountains, we went
home.

Ernie greeted us with an apprehensive smile. “Carl
just called,” he said. “Collect. He’s in San Francisco!”

Rachel’s mouth fell into a gape, and she tried to
smile. I frowned. All day long I had felt a mixture of worry and
annoyance, both for Carl. On one hand, I certainly hoped no harm
had come to him. On the other, if his unannounced absence was
voluntary, he’d spoiled my entire Saturday—though I decided not to
put it that way to Rachel. But, slowly, something inside me
gradually asserted itself, insisting there was humor in the
situation. Despite a valiant effort, my frown gave up command of my
face and I started to laugh.

“That rascal!” I barked. “What’d he say?”

“He said not to worry, and that he’s fine. He said
he’ll be back Monday or Tuesday.” Ernie joined my laughter.

 


***

 


Things normalized. Carl remained absent through
Sunday as he’d promised. We worried less. Carl grew up a streetwise
kid and is a worldwise man. He could certainly take care of
himself.

I went to work Monday morning, greeted my colleagues
in the teachers’ lounge, and then hit the physics lab.

Monday was the day I’d show my physics classes an
experiment to measure acceleration caused by Earth’s gravity in the
lab. I put together the necessary equipment: a gating timer and two
triggers. One trigger, when pulled, would start the timer and
release a large ball bearing from its holder precisely five feet
above the other trigger, which was positioned on the floor. The
second trigger would stop the timer when the ball struck it and
thus the exact time of the ball’s fall would be captured. It’s a
simple experiment, but I made it less so by including in the class
assignment a calculation for air drag, throwing in a barometric
reading for laughs—my own laughs, of course. It was a shame most of
the class would never understand such things.

At two o’clock, the zombies rolled in with a blast of
freezing air. Oh, they’re not all stupid, but physics tends to make
blithering idiots of average students who aren’t terribly
interested. The tragedy is that it’s all so simple.

“As you all know,” I lied, “the Earth’s gravitational
field exerts a force on all matter in and around it...but before I
go on, I’m sure there’s someone in here who’d like to explain the
experiment I’ve set up, since you all did your homework over the
weekend.” These were also lies; my own high school physics teacher
maintained that teachers always tell the truth, except in
class.

But of course, there’s one in every class: a brain.
Socially introverted, but academically gifted. This class had
George. George’s hand shot up.

“Okay, George, come on down and show us!” I took a
seat, confident that George could and probably would speak so far
above the class norm that the zombies would be even more bewildered
than when they blew in. I had a method, though: I was playing with
their minds.

George made all the preliminary explanations, and
then moved to switching on the counter. Its LED display glowed
greenly and settled down to 00.0000.

“Now, when I pull this block out from under the ball,
the timer will start counting exactly when the ball starts
falling.” George pulled the block, the ball fell, and the counter
reported the duration of the fall: 00.5574 seconds. George reset
the experiment as he spoke.

“Using the formula for accelerated motion under a
constant force, and knowing the initial position and the initial
velocity of the ball, we can use our measured value for the time of
transit across the known distance of five feet to calculate the
only remaining unknown variable: acceleration. This will be the
acceleration of gravity here in the lab, once we make the
correction for air drag under current atmospheric pressure, which
we also know from the barometer.

“Now, I’ll repeat the experiment for accuracy.”

George reset the timer and pulled out the block. The
ball bearing fell to the ceiling, rolled three feet across sound
insulation tiles and florescent light covers, and disappeared into
an overhead vent.

There was a quiet, suspended second, followed by an
eruption of laughter from the entire class—minus George and myself.
The two of us stared, dumbfounded, at the vent.

George startled me by grabbing my arm and yelling,
“Mr. Chang! Look at the counter!”

My head turned down, though my eyes failed to follow
for a few seconds. When they did, they fell on the green digital
readout, though without comprehension. Amidst the roar of laughter,
stark green figures shined: HA.HAHA

I stared at the readout, though frankly that digital
anomaly was the least of the puzzles on my mind. The ball bearing
and its anti-Newtonian exit from the lab is what held me
transfixed. George, too, stood stock still next to me, his eyes on
the laughing digits of the readout.

The raucous amusement that swept around the room
gradually subsided to quieter chuckles and hushed murmurs. A few
distinct phrases rose above the rumor, things like, “Wasn’t it
supposed to go down?” and, “I didn’t see a string,” and “Good one,
George!”

My attention slowly returned to the lab at large and
my students, a part of my mind nagging me to do something with
them. My eyes flitted a few more times between the counter—which
had now reset itself to its rest state of 00:0000—and the ceiling
vent.

“Mr. Chang?” said Penny, one of my brighter kids.
“What page are we on?”

My eyes turned to Penny and I wrinkled my brow at
her. “Page?” I focused on her with greater effort. Penny had voiced
the million dollar question. “Page. Yes. Your lab manual,
page…sixty-three.”

The instinct to forge on as if things were normal in
order to cover up embarrassment kicked in. “Page sixty-three,
experiment follow-up exercises, number one,” I recited. “Write a
description of the experiment, including all relevant equations and
constants, and the results based on the measurements made.”

Penny’s nose wrinkled up, “How….”

“Include in your description,” I went on,
“any…unknowns and how they affect the…accuracy of your
results.”

“But,” said Chris, another of my top echelon, “Mr.
Chang, what….”

I said to the entire class, “You are all scientists.”
I somehow managed a wry smile. “You just observed a…phenomenon. Or
something. Describe what you observed, at the very least. If there
were any variables whose values you cannot account for…” I paused,
“…then speculate.”

I turned to George, who still stood at the experiment
table, still looking perplexed. “You too, George.”

I went to my lab desk and sat down as the class began
pulling out pencils, opening lab manuals, and scrawling in
notebooks. I looked forward to their descriptions of what they saw.
In fact, I was eager to read every last account. With twenty-seven
pairs of eyes in the room I figured that some salient facts would
arise to explain what had happened. Maybe someone had seen the
invisible string.

I was thankful it was the last period of the day. I
made a plan to go straight to my classroom, phone Rachel that I
might be a bit late getting to our dinner date, and then return to
the lab and get a closer look at the experiment equipment, the
ceiling, and the vent. I decided I would need a screwdriver to
investigate.

 


***

 


Carl reclined in my chair, his feet on my desk,
tossing a ball bearing from hand to hand. I lumbered into my
classroom and froze. Then I unfroze and raised my hand, posing a
question with my index finger. Then I froze again. Carl smiled from
a clean, windblown face, the leather of his bike duds creaking as
he shrugged his shoulders into a more comfortable slouch.

Slowly, I unfroze again—something like a microwave
melt—and settled into a chair. I even managed a minute
sentence.

“Good trick.”

Carl shrugged. “I couldn’t resist rattling your
scientific faith a bit. Sorry if I startled you. I guess I should
have thought of your heart, old man.”

“How did you do that? You must have had help...yeah.
It was George, right? He could probably rig the counter to say ‘ha
ha ha’, and he was doing the experiment....” My smile grew a bit,
encouraged by the belief that I was on the right track.

“Elliot, my friend,” said Carl, unfazed, “I did it
all myself. But let me save that story. Let me tell you about my
weekend.”

“Yeah,” I said slowly, “okay.”

“Thanks,” he said, leaning back in the chair,
kneading the ball bearing with his left hand. His stare became
fixed on the ceiling, or some invisible point beyond.

“You know the first part, about my first flight.
Well, I couldn’t sleep that night, so I went to see if I could fly
again. I couldn’t.” He shrugged. “Then I got the bright idea to go
and throw myself in front of a speeding car, and that time it
worked; I could fly when I really needed to. And after the fifth or
sixth flight, I began to get a handle on it and could control it, a
bit....”

Carl glanced at my expression and broke off. He
smiled. “Just humor me. Anyway, I learned to fly at will. It’s
wild! Kinda like swimming and skydiving at the same time. When I
first started, I couldn’t stop myself from making all sorts of
crazy dog paddling strokes, even though they didn’t do me any good.
I just felt like I had to be doing that, or drown!” He laughed.

“It’s…thrilling…and the sensation is a bit like
skiing, too, like one of those times I came barreling down a steep
slope and wiped out at a hairpin.” He laughed again. “All in all,
I’m a lot better at flying than I am at skiing. Flying, I haven’t
body plowed once, luckily.

“I was like a kid with a new toy. I didn’t do much
more than fly around the rest of the night and the whole next day.
I may have gotten a tad frost-bitten,” he raise his hands before
him and wriggled his fingers, “but my gloves, coat, and my ski mask
helped a lot. At dawn I was flying over a rest stop on I-5,
somewhere south of Tracy. By that time, you’d better believe I was
chilled to the bone. So, I swung north and clipped the pass,
spending a little time playing chicken with windmills. I flew on,
passed over the East Bay sprawl, then the Bay, and landed in this
open bar on the roof of a fifty story hotel in the City. I didn’t
have much money, so I ordered coffee. I was really tired and
hungry.

“I took the elevator down. I didn’t have the nerve to
start flying from that height without a parachute. I mean, what if
I couldn’t fly?” Carl grinned.

“I walked around in the late morning sun, trying to
warm up. It was chilly, but a lot warmer than when I’d been flying.
In search of chow, I found that hole in the wall in Chinatown you
mentioned a couple times. I ate a lot, and that burned up the rest
of my cash. After that, I flew around some more. You’ll probably
hear about me in the papers; I wasn’t too careful about not being
seen.

“So that evening I called Ernie. Sunday I spent
making money with street performances of magic. Aha!” He looked
over at me, grinning. “Magic, you say? What magic? The plot
thickens! Yes, magic! Saturday night, I grounded myself in the
City. One thing led to another, and eventually I found out that I
can do more than fly.

“I was somewhere on the wharf, after dark, when there
was this old man crossing a street and a truck speeding right at
him—this stuff seems to be linked with speeding cars, somehow. Just
like it happened to me on Friday night, my heart exploded. I
reached out my arms like I wanted to grab the man and pull him out
of the way, but he was at least fifty feet away. But he went up
quickly, flying through the air. The truck screeched to a halt, a
crowd was just suddenly there, and I wanted to set the man down,
and down he came, onto the sidewalk. Then I collapsed in an alley
to vomit. After recovering from that, I needed to sleep. So I flew
over to Golden Gate Park and slept in a tree. I woke up at noon the
next day and started teaching myself to move things like I’d moved
the old man. By three, I was drawing huge crowds on the wharf. I
tried not to do anything too obviously impossible, but I left them
mystified—and made a few bucks on the side. Of course, the story of
the flying man was in every paper that day, so I flew back here
yesterday, kicked around town a bit, and got home after you guys
went to bed. Slept ‘til eight. Then I decided to meet you here—and
couldn’t resist a little joke. Good one, huh? So, Elliot, what do
you say?”

I sat through the entire story with my mouth half
open, but my face otherwise neutral. Over and over I tried to
answer the gnawing question within: was Carl putting me on or was
he crazy?

I took a long, steady breath. “Prove it.” I held my
breath.

Carl grinned. He stood up slowly, set the ball
bearing on my desk, adjusted his jacket—and proved it.

 



Chapter 3

 


Baaravyn hovered over the great planning table in
what might be described as the War Room. Thousands of symbols
arranged into complex groupings filled the table, related to one
another by a spider web of lines and pointers. Baaravyn’s eyes
worked their way through the network of symbols. Within his
thoughts he experimented with the model, selecting test variables,
altering coefficients, occasionally trying a different operator at
a key location.

The war map was a tool for multiple individuals to
work on the same plan, adding their own insights while ruminating
on those of compatriots. The entire model was contained within
Baaravyn’s mind, as it was contained in the minds of the other war
committee members. He would memorize changes made to the model and
meditate on them.

“I feel that it is complete,” said a voice that
startled Baaravyn.

“Dersafalanar,” Baaravyn rumbled with annoyance. He
hated being surprised, and among all of his colleagues,
Dersafalanar was the one with the greatest knack for sneaking up,
even on Baaravyn. “As they say, you could knock.”

The darkly robed figure standing in the entrance arch
smirked slightly, mostly to herself, though the expression was not
lost on Baaravyn. From the shadows of her hood, Dersafalanar’s
black eyes sparkled. She floated into the room on silent feet with
the focused intent of a predatory spider. She lighted to a halt at
the edge of the war map, glancing for a moment at its web of
inscriptions, then to Baaravyn’s face.

“The final sequence has begun,” she said, locking her
eyes with her colleague’s. “No more changes to the plan should be
made, except by committee.”

“I am not changing the plan,” said Baaravyn,
straightening himself and his purple cloak at the same time. His
face became indignant. “I am simply considering alternate plans.
The committee should do the same.”

Dersafalanar nodded once, then turned with a swish of
her black robe and strode to the far end of the war map, facing
away. Baaravyn’s eyes followed her, and he shook his head. “You do
not worry enough,” he said.

“Worry is waste,” said Dersafalanar. “No alternate
plan can exist under the circumstances; we have come to the end,
where there can be only one path or no path at all. If our
preparations fail now, that is all.”

Baaravyn grumbled throatily. He turned to the arch,
took a few steps toward it, then spun abruptly and strode straight
up to the small, dark figure. Her back was still turned to him, and
he stopped only two feet away.

“Amrolilla,” he said in a deep, quiet voice, “if the
plan fails, I do not want to be left standing with no options.”

Dersafalanar’s eyes glinted in the shadows. Had she
been facing Baaravyn, still her expression would have been
unreadable. “Nor I,” she said. She turned then, facing her long
time colleague. “We must all make our own decisions; it is that
freedom on which our struggle is founded. My decision is to adhere
to the plan, to the letter, to the end.” Dersafalanar’s sparkling
black gaze was penetrating, but Baaravyn’s face was a stone
wall.

Baaravyn spun again and stalked to the arch,
muttering, “It is my intention to follow the plan—but if the end
that we come to is a bad one, I will not hesitate to seek any other
course.” With a final snort, Baaravyn vanished into the softly lit
corridor beyond the arch.

Dersafalanar closed her eyes for a moment, meditating
silently where she stood, then stepped up to the war map, poring
over it much as Baaravyn had only moments before.

 


***

 


I consider myself resilient. I was dumbfounded,
bewildered—and stubbornly still skeptical—but half an hour later
Carl and I were in the physics lab on my own personal quest to
prove, or disprove, what I had seen. In my excitement, I outlined a
dozen experiments to perform on Carl and his amazing
abilities—okay, forget Carl; it was his amazing abilities I was
interested in.

Carl, resting in a chair, asked, “Will it hurt?”

“I just want to dissect your brain a little,” I
grinned. “Once you’re dead, you won’t feel a thing.” I scampered
about the lab, gathering various pieces of equipment I thought
might be useful. I also made sure the blinds were down on the
windows and door.

“The first experiment is simple,” I said. “I want you
to sit on this scale and lift this one kilogram weight off the
table, straight up. I want to see if your lifting power has any
effect on your weight.”

“Right ee o.” Carl moved his chair to the scale
platform. It was a large scale, brought in from the gym the
previous week for a biology experiment. I adjusted the scale until
it balanced at one seventy and set the weight on the table. I
estimated the distance from Carl to the weight to be about two
meters.

“Okay!” I could barely contain my excitement. “Lift
away, gently, and straight up.”

Carl winked at me. “Gotcha.”

The weight rose obediently about a meter and hovered
in mid-air. For a few seconds I couldn’t break my gaze from the
gravity defying block of lead, my rational mind searching for the
nylon threads. I looked at the scale: it was balanced.

“Blessed North Wind,” I murmured.

“What?”

“Your weight is unaffected.”

“Is that bad?”

I thought about it. “Hmmm. What are you doing to keep
it up?”

“Thinking dirty thoughts,” he leered. “Well, it’s
hard to explain, really. It’s a new sort of sensation, kinda like
lifting it with an imaginary arm.”

“Does it tire you?”

“No, not really. I have to keep thinking about it,
but that’s all.”

“Hmmm....” I jotted down the terribly relevant data.
“Let me set up the next test. Just sit where you are.”

Carl talked as I juggled equipment. “I’ve been
thinking about this thing. Myself, I’m an atheist, I guess, but my
family is extremely Catholic, and I wonder what they’d think. I’m
sure they’d think I’m possessed, or something. Maybe not. They’re
not all that superstitious...are they?” Carl wasn’t looking at me,
so I assumed he was talking with himself. Then he said, “Do you
think I’m possessed, Elliot?”

“I’ll let you know if I find out,” I smiled. I shook
my head. “I don’t believe in demons, myself.”

“I don’t believe in psychic powers—but now I have
them. What does that mean?”

“It means that you were wrong about them not
existing, at least. I didn’t believe in them, either. Now, I may
have to reconsider. Say,” I stood up from my tinkering, “while I’m
setting up, can you lift yourself and the chair into the air?”

“Sure, no prob.” Carl and the chair floated upward
about two feet and then hovered. I leaned over to examine the
scales.

“Huh,” I grunted, “Zero weight on the scale beneath
you. By the way, how did you get the counter to read ‘ha ha
ha’?”

“I looked at it, felt it with imaginary fingers, and
imagined what I wanted it to read.”

“Uh-huh,” I nodded, jotting that down. “Not totally
consciously controlled, then.”

“Huh?”

“You know, like when you close your hand, you aren’t
consciously closing each finger, just the whole hand.”

“Okay, like typing or piano playing.”

“Right. But in all those cases, the functions are
learned. Oh, go ahead and lower yourself. Now, I want to see if
there’s any electrical or magnetic activity around you or the
weight when you lift it.”

I set up two voltmeters, grounded the black leads,
and set up the others in the vicinity of Carl and the lead weight.
I also placed a magnetic compass at each location.

“Okay, lift the weight about six inches.”

“You want me to get it up to six....”

“Lift!”

As he lifted, I noted very small fluctuations in the
voltmeters. One deflected 0.1 volts, the other the same amount but
in the negative direction. The compass needles were not
disturbed.

“Interesting. There’s a small electrical imbalance in
the air between you and the weight....” The instant I said this,
both meters zeroed.

“It’s gone. Carl—did you do that?”

“I don’t know. I’m not even sure what you’re talking
about.”

“Well, put down the weight and lift it again.”

Carl did so. The voltmeter needles each jumped to
0.23 volts, of opposite polarities. On a hunch, I said, “Carl,
create an image in your mind of a lightning bolt reaching between
you and the weight.”

“You’re the teach.”

The voltmeters pegged immediately. I jabbed at the
meters’ range adjustment buttons just in time to see the needles
rising past a thousand volts and pegging again. An explosion of
sound and light made a spectacle of the lab, shattering every
window—not to mention my eyes, ears, and balance. The next thing I
knew Carl was holding onto me, keeping me from toppling over.

“Damn!” He grinned wildly. “Did I do that?”

My voice was shaky. “I can’t hear you very well.
Speak up.”

“Sorry, man, I didn’t mean to do that—didn’t know I
could.”

“Not your fault,” I said, probably quite loudly. “I
didn’t expect such a profound response.” My head spun around, and
around, and around.

The lab door opened and several students rushed in,
along with Ray Perkis, a fellow science teacher.

“What the hell was that?” Ray shouted. “Are you okay,
Elliot?” I nodded, still groggy. “Jesus,” gasped Ray, “what fried?
What’d you do?”

I surveyed the remnants of the experiment: the meters
were shattered into little melted bits of plastic all over the lab;
the lead weight languished as three shapeless blobs of cooling
slag.

I looked at Carl. His hair looked a little mussed,
but otherwise he seemed fine. I couldn’t think of an explanation
that might beguile a science teacher—not immediately.

“Gee, Ray, I don’t know what happened. I was showing
Carl here how the voltmeters work, and suddenly they exploded.
Carl, did you see anything?”

“Maybe the Flying Man of San Francisco did it.”

I gave Carl a sidelong glance, and then pretended to
ignore his comment. Fortunately, whether by my pleading ignorance
or by Carl’s offered explanation, Ray seemed to have been
distracted from the question of how the equipment had been fried
and was now simply surveying the aftermath.

The lab had its share of explosions, burns, melts,
and other scientific mayhem in the past, so the scars inflicted by
my experiments on Carl would be easy to write off. Replacing the
windows would be more costly, and I hoped it wouldn’t’ be taken out
of my paycheck.

 


***

 


Secretive though I was at first—I had assumed that
secretive was the right way to handle the situation—in the end I
couldn’t hide the cover-up from myself. I’m good at keeping
secrets, generally—that is until an inner voice begins to make
comments like, “What’s the big secret here, anyway?” or, when that
approach seemed to fail, “This thing is too big—and weird—to be
kept a secret; someone else has to know!” Gradually I would wear
myself down and find myself nodding conceit to the inner voice’s
wisdom.

I would at least bring Rachel into the circle, for
outside of Carl—who was already privy to the secret—Rachel was the
next in line in my confidence. I obliquely avoided any thought of
how this unprecedented situation might affect our relationship as a
couple. “Why would it?” was my inner voice’s comment. It’s not like
it’s your fault….

It took more wearing down before I decided to include
Ernie. There were no marks against him in my book, it was simply a
matter of how long I’d known him, which was only weeks.

I said to Carl, “Let’s pick up Rachel and drive
somewhere private—like the beach. No one goes there in the
winter.”

Rubbing his hands together in a gesture of fighting
off the chill, Carl said, “What about just going home and sitting
in front of the fire?”

“Ernie’s there, most likely.”

“Yeah,” he nodded, matter-of-fact. “If the deal is to
let someone else in on this thing—I mean, someone in addition to
half the tourists and locals at Fisherman’s Wharf—I say we come
clean with home base.”

I stared into Carl’s face, waiting for Part Two of
his reasoning. He tried another tack after a pause.

“Do you want to walk around your house keeping a
secret like this from someone else living there? Take a chance on a
guy like Ernie to share in this and you won’t have to sneak around
in your own home.”

I half-nodded, half-wagged my head, making little
circles with my nose. I weighed Carl’s argument against the
argument from that inner voice—the same voice that had convinced me
this secret was too big to keep. It was rejecting Ernie’s admission
into this very exclusive club on the basis of seniority alone. Tell
someone, yes, but check credentials. Rachel, yes, but Ernie’s a
newbie.

In the end, Carl simply shrugged. “You go stand on
that freezing beach if you want, pal. I’m going home to build a
fire and have a beer. When you’ve had enough chill, bring Rachel
over and I’ll provide the magic show.”

At that he zipped up his jacket and walked briskly
from the school. I found myself following, in tow by Carl’s
resolve, suddenly reminded of the fact that this thing—this
secret—was Carl’s, his to confide or not to whomever he chose.

 


***

 


That evening, Rachel, Carl, Ernie, and I sat around
the living room in the glow of a fire, Carl with beer in hand, as
he had foreseen. We were deeply engaged in a show-and-tell session
that usually happens zero times in a person’s life.

We weren’t trying to shock Rachel and Ernie—not the
way Carl had shocked me, twice—but no matter how you prepare
someone for this sort of thing, they think you’re putting them on
until you provide a demonstration. Carl did a simple lifting trick
on the coffee table, spilling no drinks in the process.

Rachel launched from her chair as if someone had
dumped a bucket of ice water on her lap, and then backed away from
the floating table as though demons danced on top. Carl set the
table on the floor, smiled, and said, “Sorry, Rachel, but every
journey needs that first ‘eek!’.”

As Rachel stood bewildered, Ernie trekked through the
stages of his own reaction, which was a very different path from
Rachel’s. He jumped up as Rachel had, but with a huge grin, not
unlike someone who’s just matched six out of six Lotto numbers—not
that I’ve ever seen that, but I imagine myself with that expression
a lot.

“It’s here!” he shouted.

I was beside Rachel, my hands on her arms, finding
myself unsure how to comfort someone who has just learned that two
plus two equals twelve. I was even less sure how to respond to
Ernie, whose explosive grin and barked, cryptic comment were not
what I expected. “What’s here, Ernie?”

Ernie’s eyes were glued to that coffee table, even
now that it was behaving like a piece of furniture again. He
stepped up and waved his hands over it, doing with his arms what I
had done with my eyes earlier in the day: looking for those
strings.

“It!” laughed Ernie, but instead of expounding, he
just waved his head up and down in the manner of someone who has
just taken a hearty bite of a favorite food delicacy.

“You weren’t shitting us!” were Rachel’s first words.
“The story was...real....” Her head turned to Carl, her eyes
widening even more. “Even the part about you flying?”

Carl shrugged, but nodded.

“You’re the Flying Man of San Francisco!” said Ernie,
peeling a layer off of his revelation. He rushed to the dining room
table and returned with a newspaper. The article Ernie stabbed his
finger at was not even close to a tabloid-style claim, and wasn’t
even on the front page: Unidentified Flying Man Reported Widely.
“This reporter is making fun of the alleged sightings. But you’re
real!”

Carl stood to warm his back at the fire. He rocked
back and forth on his feet, hands folded behind him. “Please,
please, it’s nothing. Well,” he smiled slyly, glancing at me, “it’s
twice as fun as skiing….”

“Well, where did you get this?” Rachel said, like a
mother speaking to her child on finding a contraband magazine under
the bed.

Carl was in a warmly humorous mood, standing back to
let everyone’s reactions burn out. “Well, probably from my last
girlfriend; she wasn’t good on safe sex practices....”

“We don’t know where these abilities come from,” I
said, playing Bruce Lee to Carl’s Jackie Chan. “Carl may have had
this all his life, or for just the last few days. There’s no
serious science to consult, no specialists. I made some experiments
in the lab, but only created more questions.”

“Experiments?” The glare Ernie shot at me would have
looked derisive if he hadn’t still been grinning. “Like, what?”

I rattled off the high-schooler litmus tests I’d
concocted. I was a bit embarrassed at how corny those tests seemed
now. I mean, Mr. Spock would aim a tricorder at the sudden
appearance of God, but when Vulcans do corny things they come away
smelling logical. I don’t have that protection.

“No, no, no,” said Ernie, shaking his head and
stepping up to Carl. “That’s not how to look at this.”

“I know, I know,” I apologized, bashfully. “I got
excited, and it seemed like the right thing to do at the time.”

“Carl,” said Ernie, grasping the tall man by the
shoulders, “what do you think? You’ve just been handed a power, and
you don’t know where it came from. What do you do?”

Carl looked thoughtful, but it was plain that the
humor was still in him. “Immediate self-gratification.”

Ernie brushed that aside. “No, really. Do you have
any idea what to do with this?”

“I can’t believe this,” said Rachel. She started to
say something else, but stopped herself. Instead, she sat down on
the edge of her chair, rested her cheeks on fanned fingers, and
glared at Carl as if trying to see past his face, his eyes, and
straight to his soul. If she was having any luck, I wouldn’t know;
by drawing away into silence she dropped off my radar screen.

Carl handled Ernie in a very Carl-like way: he
smiled, backed up a step, and sank onto the couch. He spread his
arms to span the length of the couch and crossed his legs. Ernie,
sensitive to body language, stood up a little straighter, put a
finger to his chin, and grinned.

“But who am I to pry?” said Ernie, “I’m not the one
with the gift.”

“I know what I’d do,” I said. I expected that Carl
would keep on gliding, not allowing the currents in the room to
blow him from his serene course. All through this strange and
revealing day, Carl had been the sure and determined captain of his
soul, in charge and with a clear knowledge of his course. He had
brought us all together into this coffee-table show-and-tell with
that same iron calmness. Now, the first inkling of uncertainty
showed on his face.

“What would that be?” he said, as if asking about my
favorite flavor of ice cream.

“I’d test my abilities—and not rinky-dink little
tests like I did at the school today. I’d go somewhere far away
from anyone where I could let loose without getting onto a
headline.”

Rachel popped up onto the screen again—blip! “Not
alone!” she said quickly, as if the decision had been firmly made.
Her brow was drawn together in deep concentration. She looked up at
me for a second, then back to Carl. “You need someone there if you
hurt yourself.”

Carl bit his lip in thought. He wagged his head back
and forth as if considering alternatives for living room
decorations. Then, without warning, Carl stood and announced, “I’m
going to sleep on it, that’s for damn sure,” then hauled off to his
bedroom, closing the door.

For a moment, Ernie, Rachel, and I were left without
a thread to resume a conversation on. Then Rachel stood, turned,
and threw her arms around me, giving me a deep hug. “If he goes
somewhere, you’ll go with him, won’t you? Cuz if you don’t, I
will.”

I nodded, rubbing my chin against her long, black
hair. Her hair smelled flowery, and I took in a good breath of it.
“Yeah, of course. If he goes somewhere—and if he wants me to come.
You know Carl. If he needs to work something out by himself, he
does it. He’s not good about chaperones. If he were a mountain
climber, he wouldn’t be hot for a climbing buddy.”

“He let you take him skiing, and be his coach.”

“I’ll give him the option,” I persisted. “In the
morning, I’ll offer my services as spotter. If he wants to go
somewhere for a little road test, I’ll stick with him, if I can.
I’ll have my cell phone, so should anything happen…well, we’ll take
it easy.”

Rachel nodded.

Ernie sank into a chair, shaking his head. “A guy
wins the big cosmic sweepstakes, and he lives in the same house
that I do.” He mulled the thought over. “Maybe this is a good time
to buy a Lotto ticket.”

 


***

 


It was short notice to arrange for a substitute to
cover my classes the next day, so I called Marti Jensen that
evening. She was often the sub they assigned me, and as it turned
out she was free. In the morning I called the school to make it
official, and put in to cover the rest of the week. I wasn’t sure
how long Carl and I would be away. I said that I was traveling with
a friend to help with an unexpected family problem—the honest
truth, since Carl is in fact a member of his family.

We drove south on 395 to Bishop and parked the car at
the house of a friend of mine. Charlie wasn’t home, so I left a
note in his mailbox, including the number of my cell phone.

The trip got interesting. My first experience with
flight took my breath away. Airplane flight doesn’t count, and I’ve
never been skydiving. I did bungee jump once, but that’s falling,
not flying. Upon the first gentle lifting into the air, with no
parachute or net or ropes, my instincts screamed at my heart to get
pounding. I gasped to Carl that, though this was a nice thing for
him, I wasn’t so sure it was safe for me.

“Trust me.” He smiled.

“Don’t expect me to keep my eyes open!”

It took some time, and though I never came near to
getting used to the sensation, my breathing became easier, and my
heart…well, it just kept pounding away, so I tried to ignore
it.

As I began to adapt, I had more of a chance to look
around. I turned my head toward Carl, who flew next to me a couple
of feet away. Beneath the two of us flew our luggage, a pair of
fully laden backpacks. Carl looked forward, studying our flight
path with fixed eyes, but his face was placid.

I marveled at the ease with which Carl flew, the
burden of our camping gear and me notwithstanding. Where were the
strings? What lifted us? I envisioned a third party, a focus of
force that Carl held influence over. He had said that at first it
took some effort to fly, but I could see that the effort was one of
concentration. Carl had mastered the power and now didn’t seem to
give it a second thought. He spent most of his time looking at the
scenery.

From Bishop, Carl flew both of us, plus our gear, a
hundred miles into the wilderness to a remote desert valley. At the
time I was pretty sure I had navigated us to Saline Valley, just
northwest of Death Valley. It must have been a comical sight: two
men and disembodied backpacks floating in mid-air, one with his
nose buried in a road map of Southern California and looking half
lost. Triple A road maps are fine for driving, but don’t tell you a
damn thing when you’re flying.

We camped in a desolate side canyon feeding into
Saline Valley, and didn’t see another soul the entire week.

I took copious notes on Carl. Using a little
imagination, as well as a little open-mindedness, it didn’t take us
long to discover that Carl had influence over more than material
objects and electricity. There seemed to be no limit to the forms
of energy he could exploit. Heat, sound, air, even light; he held
powerful sway over most of the physical forces of nature with just
as much potency as when he had unleashed the bolt in the school
lab.

It was a fantastic week. With hindsight, I’m
surprised at myself for not getting philosophical on the whole
affair sooner than I did. It wasn’t until evening the second day
that I stopped thinking so much about Carl’s powers and started
thinking about the universe that permitted them to exist at all.
Even Carl had brought up the subject, back at the school that Earth
shaking day. For my atheist friend, life had never offered a reason
for him to believe in something like God, so he didn’t put energy
into creating God for himself. Now, he found himself with powers
beyond his own belief, and so was given something new to think
about.

For me, Carl’s self discovery was far more confusing.
Watching him toss rocks about with his mind, create jets of intense
heat, and freeze water out of the air into an unnatural frost, I
made my own amazing self discovery: I am not the pure scientist I
have always assumed. I never counted my philosophical inclinations
as anything more than a way of doing things, even when I speak of
skiing as a religious experience. Now, I experienced something
unbidden and wholly unexpected. A new feeling arose within me, as
if from nowhere, or perhaps rousing from some abeyant potential in
my psyche. All around me energy hummed, not in my ears, but to some
inner sensibility, to some part of my mind. I recalled how some
cultures hold that inanimate objects in nature have a vital
essence, a spiritual energy. Though I was far from feeling that the
rocks were watching me, I found an appreciation for how someone
might develop such a belief.

And there before me, Carl stretched arcs of
electricity like pizza dough with the smile of a juggler and the
ease of a chef.

I sat on a rock, staring across the stark valley.
Carl was flying; I saw him skimming over the land, swooping right
and left, doing barrel rolls and loops and breathtaking plunges
toward the hard, jagged land, always pulling up at the last second.
My heart raced with every plunge, certain that he would crash. I
wondered what would happen if he did. I had seen him hammer a
medium sized boulder with his fist, shattering it into several
fragments without as much as a “ouch.”

Carl burst into flame and streaked through the sky,
trailing a streamer of super heated air. He turned, rocketed
upward, and cast a spidery thread of electricity toward the sky.
Thunder crackled about the valley.

Almost unable to take my stare from Carl—as if
watching his every move might somehow avert disaster—I forced my
eyes back to my notebook, which had become more a diary than
anything else.

A few days earlier, before all of this Carl stuff, I
was content. My image of the world, one of physics and chemistry
and fiberglass boots, was acceptable to me. I lived in it, knew how
it worked, was skilled enough with my body and mind to steer the
subtlest course even at high speed. I knew exactly how to regard a
rainbow or a flower opening to the sun. I could explain where the
wind comes from and why a forest fire can be a good thing. My
discipline of science had given me serenity of living, a
philosopher’s know how.

Now I was disturbed, and as much as I tried to treat
the situation scientifically, the ghosts of spirituality wouldn’t
let me rest, like the all-black pieces of a picture puzzle you try
to ignore because they are the most difficult to fit. But I began
to feel the picture couldn’t be complete without them.

There, flying up and down the valley, hurling
lightning and frost and flame, was Carl Milan, my friend. Why?
Something within me twitched. What was going on? Why this? Why now?
Why Carl?

Carl landed near sunset. He was windblown, sunburned,
and his lips were chapped. But he wasn’t tired. I tried to estimate
how many calories he would have to burn to provide the energy he’d
expended that day. It was a lot. Even a modest bolt of lightning
carries a huge amount of energy. How many strokes had be let loose
since morning? At any rate, he was hungry, and ate a respectable
meal. He was quiet that evening, seemingly absorbed in his
thoughts. I didn’t say much myself, having my own mind to deal
with.

The next morning he flew away, over the mountain
range to the east, and didn’t return until late afternoon. When he
returned he ate his usual hearty meal. I tried to start a
conversation, but Carl didn’t say much. He had grown a carapace and
seemed so preoccupied with his thoughts that I almost felt
invisible. He went to sleep early, wrapping himself in his sleeping
bag and turning his back to the fire. I made tea.

The next day he took off again, staying away all day
long and returning shortly after sunset. I asked him where he’d
been, what he’d been doing.

“None of your business,” he said mildly, a gray light
in his eyes. He sighed and massaged his forehead. Then he shook his
head. “Sorry, Elliot. I didn’t mean that.” He said no more and went
to sleep.

When I woke the next day, rubbing sand from my eyes,
Carl stood at the edge of our little camp watching the dawn, his
silhouette lined by the vapor of his breath. The sky was silver and
gray, the crisp rim of the sun just peeking over the mountains. I
watched Carl, half expecting him to take off for another day.
Instead, he spoke to me without turning.

“Elliot,” he said. “Are you ready to leave?”

“Uh.” I swallowed on dryness. “Yeah, Carl, I guess
so.” I hadn’t made a request of Carl in two days, since the time he
started turning inward on his thoughts. I had plenty to think about
myself, and the aura around Carl hadn’t made it easy to question
him.

“Then let’s get out of here.”

We flew back to Bishop that day. Charlie had not
returned, so we loaded up the car. I started to get in, but stopped
when Carl stood to the side of the driveway and waved.

“Aren’t you coming?” I asked.

He shook his head. “No. You go on, and don’t worry
about me. I’ll be okay.”

Carl’s normally thin face was positively gaunt, and
reddened from days in the desert. He didn’t smile and a gray light
shined in his eyes. His face was set in determination, and he
looked right past me. I felt invisible again.

“Are you sure?” I asked, knowing the answer.

He nodded. “Go home, Elliot.” He backed away from the
car.

I observed him for a moment, seeing before me a free
spirit with the power to stay free with the utmost ease. I saw a
genie, and whatever had let this one out of the bottle was not
around to collect on wishes.

Finally, I said, “Take care, friend.”

Carl nodded. “Don’t worry about me.” He turned and
left, walking down the road toward the edge of town, toward the
mountains. I stood there watching him go, feeling utterly
powerless. When he was out of sight I realized that he had no food,
so I drove after him. I didn’t find him. He was miles away, I knew.
I stopped worrying about food. He would survive. I was afraid,
however. Carl Milan had just flown away into the mountains, a man
with a gift of power. What would that power do to him? How would it
change him? I would see the genie again, I knew, but I was afraid.
The day would come when the tall, dark-haired image wielding fire
and frost would appear before me, wearing denim and leather and a
long scarf—but would I ever see Carl Milan again?

A shiver passed along my spine, and I cast a glance
over my shoulder.

 



Chapter 4

 


A week passed, very slowly. After returning from Camp
Bewilderment, I’d spent the weekend resting and absorbing the
experience, then returned to work on Monday. I tried to stay
occupied with my job, focusing on the kids and their adventures in
the land of physics.

There was a complication, though. With each lesson in
forces, momentum, or energy, and each lab experiment involving
electricity or thermodynamics, I found myself wondering about what
I was actually teaching them. What was really going on when the
ball bearing fell or the water boiled or the electric spark
flashed?

Much of physics involves investigating forces unseen
by the human eye and designing experiments to study them through
their effects on the world around them. Somehow I felt that I was
holding back on my students by simply teaching them from the book,
presenting only half truths in the classroom. If I could rewrite
the physics text, I mused, what would it end up looking like?

 


***

 


It was Friday evening. Rachel glared at her steaming
cocoa. “There’s been nothing in the news all week. I hope he didn’t
hurt himself. I mean, maybe he has super powers…but he is still
human.”

Ernie, elbows on the table and coffee cup resting
against his nose, mused, “Elliot said he plays with lightning
like…pulling taffy. Surrounds himself in fire and isn’t burned.
Clobbers solid rock with his fist without a scratch. Hard to
imagine him hurting himself.”

“Well,” said Rachel, “that doesn’t mean there aren’t
limits. If he pushed too far…I mean, we don’t know everything about
this thing.”

“True,” Ernie nodded, pursing his lips. “Still, if
had to worry about something, I’d make it Elliot’s unspoken fear.”
Ernie rolled his eyes toward me.

“Which one, Ernie?” I half smiled.

“You know. I mean, Carl’s a good guy; never
unfriendly, always easy going. But, Elliot, you talked about a
change in his behavior. He became withdrawn, ‘absorbed by his
powers and his thoughts,’ you put it. Didn’t you say you even
feared him later on? Now is that normal for Carl?”

I drew in a long, deep breath. “I feared for him,
Ernie, but I didn’t fear him. And no, he wasn’t acting like the
Carl I know, but under the circumstances…this thing has affected
all of us, but Carl has the greatest reason to be...changed.”

“I guess there’s not a lot we mortals can do,
anyway.” Rachel sighed. “He could be anywhere, doing anything.”

“And our only radar,” said Ernie, “is the news…or the
tabloids.”

My name was spoken. I looked to Ernie, but he was
busy gulping down coffee. It hadn’t been his voice, anyway.

I turned my head sharply. “Carl.” I set my tea on the
coffee table and stood, walking quickly to the kitchen. He wasn’t
there. I opened the back door and peeked outside. It was dark.
Icicles hung in the shadowy blueness of late dusk and fresh snow
sparkled under the pines in the newborn streetlight. Carl wasn’t
there.

I went back inside and rushed to Carl’s room. Ernie
and Rachel were on their feet, and fell in behind me. Carl’s room
was empty, but just as I turned to search somewhere else, I heard
his voice again. “Elliot....” The voice was weak, and sounded
pained, and it came from somewhere in the room.

“Carl!” I called out. “Where are you?”

“Elliot,” moaned Carl’s voice, “come here, I need
your help.”

“Where are you? I can’t see you.” I had already
checked behind the bed, and was just about to search the
closet.

“Elliot,” he said. “Walk toward the window.”

I stepped toward the window, Rachel and Ernie in tow.
Just as I leaned over the dresser to look outside, a sensation like
thick cold cotton pressing in all around enveloped my body. The
soft, chilly fuzz entered my mouth and filled it, dry and cold, and
then sucked the breath out of me. I choked, unable to breath. Then,
for a second, I was blind.

I stood on asphalt in an alley surrounded by a
graying grotto of city buildings at the tail end of twilight. The
air was cool and smelled like fog. My home-sense told me I was in
San Francisco, but my head-sense balked at the notion. Still, it
was certainly not Carl’s bedroom.

“Elliot,” Carl moaned. “I’m over here.”

My eyes followed the voice to find Carl on the
ground, leaning against a grungy brick wall. It was almost dark,
but there was enough light to see that Carl was hurt. He clutched
his side with a bloody hand and looked at me through half opened
eyes.

“Carl!” I shouted. I took off my sweater and draped
it across his lap, remembering something about shock and keeping
the wounded party covered and warm. “What happened to you?” I tried
to remove his hand from the wound, but he didn’t let me. “Carl,” I
said, “let me help. You’re bleeding.”

“Elliot,” he whispered. “I’ve really had a…pretty bad
week. Really messed up.” He spoke in a drowsy lisp, as if he were
flirting with unconsciousness.

I pulled the sweater over his chest. “Carl, I’m going
to call for help, then I insist you let me see your wound.”

“Elliot,” he whispered. “You tried to show me, I
know. You…”

“Shhh,” I shushed, and then shouted, “Help! Anyone!”
I turned back to Carl. “Sit still and I’ll be right back....”

“Elliot.” His voice was suddenly strong and
clear.

“What?”

“Listen to me, will ya?”

I looked both ways down the alley, but there was no
one in sight. I sighed. “Carl...you need medical attention. You’ll
bleed to death.”

Carl looked at me for a moment, and then nodded
feebly. “You won’t listen to me unless you don’t have a choice, eh?
I guess I’ll have to show you.”

“Carl....” I stopped short. My environment changed
suddenly. I was standing on a warm, sunny beach surrounded by blue
sea, palm trees, and sixteen knockout women in tiny little bikinis.
My vision was fuzzy around the edges, and the sounds that reached
my ears were muffled and distant—like seeing through the bottom of
a glass bottle and hearing through plastic cups.

Carl’s voice came out of nowhere. “Sorry about that,
Elliot. I’m not thinking straight. Let me change that.”

The beach, sun and sky vanished, along with the
women. I found myself on a secluded San Francisco street, at night,
and recognizing some landmarks I guessed that was not far from the
University of San Francisco. The sky was clear and starry, the air
cool. As before, the quality of my senses was held one or two steps
back from full clarity. I tossed aside the glass bottle and plastic
cup analogy. It was like being inside a giant soap bubble that
warped and distorted images and muted sounds.

A commotion murmured around the corner of a building,
on a side street, catching my attention. It was a terrible sound,
and I found myself moving quickly in that direction. A woman was
screaming, and there was little chance of mistaking what was
happening. I rounded the corner to view six men who were busy
gagging and stripping a woman, who was no older than twenty.

My instincts took over and before I realized I’d
grabbed a short two by four from a nearby dumpster I was swinging
it at the nearest man. The blow passed right through the man’s
head, but there was no contact. He didn’t even notice I was there.
Then I realized I wasn’t even holding the two-by-four; it stuck out
of the dumpster where I thought I’d grabbed it from.

Carl’s voice echoed about the alley, “Hang loose,
Elliot. Nice move, but you’re not really where you think you are.
I’m putting these things in your head; they’re things that happened
last night, so just watch. Don’t worry, she’s fine, now.”

I felt useless, able-bodied, but unable to do
anything but stand and watch the assault. Do something! shrieked my
inner voice, help that woman! I was a nonentity, invisible to
all.

The woman was held down firmly by three of the men
while a fourth started unbuckling his belt.

“Carl!” I shouted, “Do something!”

“In a minute,” he said. “Watch.” So I watched, rage
shrill in my ears like an unattended teakettle.

The first man was about to go at it when he was
grabbed from behind. A single fist clutched the back of his coat
and pulled upward. Carl stepped out of the shadows, dangling the
man off the ground, and then threw him at the wall. I heard a bone
or two crack, and then the man slumped to the ground.

The other five stood up quickly and gawked at Carl.
Then, after they’d managed to count up to five, they sensed an
advantage and advanced. The fight was amazing, but really, truly
one sided. Carl didn’t need to know much about fighting. He only
needed to grab, throw, grab, throw, and that was that. With that
said, Carl isn’t inept at street fighting. The attackers struck at
him, but he stood against their blows as firm and unbothered as a
brick wall. In a moment, all six were scattered around the street,
groaning, with plenty more than six broken bones between them.

My rage subsided, replaced by that barbaric rush when
the bad guys are wiped out at the end of the movie. “Way to go,
Carl,” I breathed, beginning to smile.

Carl’s first victim pulled himself to his feet,
grasping at the wall for support. He pulled out a knife and threw
it just as Carl turned toward him. The knife twirled through the
air, and I suddenly remembered Carl’s wound. Would it strike him
unawares? No. The knife bounced off Carl’s invisible armor and
clattered to the ground. Carl’s eyes flashed in sudden anger and he
raised his arm at the man. A single thread of blue-white
electricity snaked out from Carl’s fingertip and struck the man in
the chest, lighting up the entire street like a strobe flash.
Thunder cracked and the man fell, trailing filaments of smoke on
his way to the ground.

The bolt startled me and I turned my face quickly in
Carl’s direction. There he stood, a look of horror in his black
twinkling eyes. He stared at the fallen man, a mixture of
bewilderment and revulsion rising on his face.

It would have been hard for me to guess what his next
move might have been, and this is something I may never know. A
small sound intervened, peeping up behind Carl, making his eyes
flinch. He turned his head slowly, as if gripped by shock at what
he had just done. When his eyes fell on the woman he made an effort
to go to her.

She had partially redressed herself and now huddled
behind a garbage can. Her arms were bruised and scuffed with dirt,
but the most prominent wound was on her face: she was terrified and
only half acknowledged Carl’s presence. What she did acknowledge of
him registered as fear. She sobbed, and might have started
screaming if Carl hadn’t put her to sleep with a touch to her
forehead. Carl finished dressing her and then lifted her in his
arms and flew straight up, disappearing over a rooftop.
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